University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
SourceMex

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

2-19-2003

Severe Contamination Reported at Several
Mexican Beaches
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/sourcemex
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Severe Contamination Reported at Several Mexican Beaches." (2003). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/sourcemex/
4603

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in SourceMex by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 52822
ISSN: 1054-8890

Severe Contamination Reported at Several Mexican Beaches
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Mexico
Published: 2003-02-19
The Mexican government is beginning to pay closer attention to environmental concerns along the
coast because of recent reports of extreme contamination at several popular beaches and reports
about the loss of sand in some areas of the southeast and the northwest. In a shocking report
released in early February, the federal environmental agency (Procuraduria Federal de Proteccion
al Medio Ambiente, PROFEPA) said contamination has reached extreme levels in 16 of Mexico's
popular ocean-resort cities.
Increasing contamination of beaches and oceans is of major concern to the Mexican government
because of its negative impact on domestic and international tourism. Foreign visitors accounted
for US$8.58 billion in earnings for the Mexican tourism industry in 2002, an increase of 5.4% from
2001, the Secretaria de Turismo (SECTUR) reported in mid- February. The report said fecal matter,
sewage, trash, and industrial waste have combined to create dangerous conditions at most of these
locations.
In many cases, the sewage and garbage are released indiscriminately into the bay, contributing to a
significant deterioration in water quality. In some cases the contaminated water has caused illnesses
among local residents and tourists. Most of the resorts on the list are located along the Pacific Coast,
including Acapulco and Zihuatanejo/Ixtapa in Guerrero state; Puerto Vallarta in Jalisco state; Nuevo
Vallarta and Bahia de Banderas in Nayarit state; Puerto Escondido, Puerto Angel, and Huatulco in
Oaxaca state; Lazaro Cardenas in Michoacan state; and Tijuana-Ensenada in Baja California state.

Defective sewage-treatment plants partly to blame
Some PROFEPA officials also blame the problems on defective treatment plants, as is the case in
the Zihuatanejo/Ixtapa resort. "The Bay of Zihuatanejo has problems because of the poor state of its
sewage-treatment plants," said Jose Iturriaga de la Fuente, a maritime director at PROFEPA. "The
water discharged from the plant is not safe for recreational purposes." In some cases, the illegal
discharge mixes with industrial wastes, chemicals, and other dangerous substances discharged
illegally by manufacturing plants along the coast.
The state-run oil company PEMEX is blamed in part for creating unsafe conditions at two popular
tourist destinations on the Gulf of Mexico: Ciudad Madero/Tampico in Tamaulipas state; and Boca
del Rio in Veracruz state. In addition to releasing the report on the beaches, PROFEPA announced
plans to boost enforcement and to launch a limited cleanup campaign. Early actions include
increased monitoring of coastal areas under federal jurisdiction, which would include an intensive
search for unauthorized drainage disposal sites.
The agency also plans to increase regulation of aquatic sports and other activities that contaminate
the water, said Diana Ponce, a PROFEPA enforcement official. One of the first areas that will be
rehabilitated is the Zihuatanejo-Ixtapa area, particularly the main beach in Zihuatanejo and the
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Laguna de Salinas. Reaction was mixed to the PROFEPA report from hotel owners and state officials.
Most accepted the report as a call to action on a problem that had been ignored for decades. "This
is our life," said Guadalupe Gomez Maganda, tourism director for Guerrero state. "It's crucial to
our economic and social existence. This is our chance to make things better." But others questioned
whether the findings should have been made so public. This one piece of data...could destroy this
entire community," said Armando Federico Gonzalez, a former mayor of Zihuatanejo.
Acapulco mayor Alberto Lopez Rosas denied there was any danger in his resort town, a popular
destination for both domestic and international visitors. To make his point, Lopez ordered members
of his Cabinet and staff to join him for a swim at the Playa de Tamarindos, one of the beaches in
Acapulco mentioned in the PROFECO report. "I want to tell all of you that families in Acapulco
spend Sunday after Sunday at the beach, and we have not seen any outbreaks of illnesses or other
symptoms that appear when water is contaminated," Lopez told reporters.
The Secretaria del Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales (SEMARNAT) defended the publicity
surrounding the release of the report. "Some beaches are contaminated and some are clean, and
it is the right of consumers and tourists to learn which are which and the degree of pollution,"
said Environment Secretary Victor Lichtinger. Lichtinger placed a large share of the blame
on local authorities. "Article 115 of the Constitution specifies that proper water treatment is
the responsibility of municipalities," said Lichtinger, although he noted that federal and state
governments have also failed to take the appropriate actions.

Neglect reported at all levels of government
Wibke Langhorst, a prominent environmental activist in Guerrero state, said the contamination is
the result of decades of neglect and a lack of long-range planning at all levels of government. She
said the federal government did not make provisions to modernize infrastructure after control of
plants was passed on to municipalities several years ago. "This is a problem associated with a lack
of infrastructure," said Langhorst. "The population has grown significantly in recent years, but
treatment plants continue to operate at the same capacity as they did many years ago."
The environmental organization S.O.S. Bahia said authorities could go a long way toward solving
the problem by allocating more money to modernize local facilities. "The definitive solution is
to invest in new plants and the proper treatment of residual waters," said the report. Lichtinger
said SEMARNAT will seek to boost financial assistance to municipal and state governments, even
though the federal budget for his department is tight. "We have to help municipalities find more
financial resources," said Lichtinger. "This is one of our largest tasks.
The controversy about the dirty beaches has created a small political feud in Guerrero state between
Gov. Rene Juarez Cisneros, a member of the former governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional
(PRI), and Mayors Lopez Rosas of Acapulco and Amador Campos of Zihuatanejo. The two mayors,
who both belong to the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democrtica (PRD), have accused Juarez
of reneging on a promise to provide 10 million pesos (US$923,000) to clean up beaches in the state.
Juarez and the Guerrero state legislature are also accused of pushing for the removal of PROFEPA
official Inocente Leon Pineda, who was assigned to the state.
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In pressuring to have Leon Pineda replaced, Guerrero officials accused PROFEPA of "creating
obstacles in the development of Guerrero state." S.O.S. Bahia condemned state authorities for their
role in Leon Pineda's removal and the federal government for caving in to the pressure from Juarez
and the Guerrero legislature. The organization also criticized the PRD mayors of Acapulco and
Zihuatanejo for adopting the same "pro-development" mentality as the state government.

Controversy arises over improper export of sand
In addition to dealing with the contamination of beaches, SEMARNAT and PROFEPA have had
to address complaints about improper exports of sand from beaches in the southeastern state of
Tabasco state and riverbeds in the northwestern state of Baja California. These concerns moved
to the forefront in October 2002 after the Mexico City daily newspaper El Universal revealed that
PROFEPA, the Comision Nacional de Agua (CNA), and the Procuraduria General de la Republica
(PGR) were investigating the illegal shipment of "millions of metric tons" of sand to the US states of
Hawaii and California during a three-year period.
Mexican authorities said much of the sand obtained from Mexican beaches was being sent to
Hawaii to help reverse the erosion in some of the more popular coastal areas in that state. A smaller
percentage of the sand was being extracted from riverbeds in Baja California for shipment to
construction companies in California. The federal investigations focused on corrupt state officials
who allegedly received bribes to award illegal permits to private businesses to extract and ship the
sand to US buyers.
A report in the Tijuana-based independent weekly news magazine Semanario Zeta said frequent
violations occurred with the consent of former President Ernesto Zedillo. "A unilateral decision to
expand the area of extraction benefitted 16 private companies and individuals who were said to
represent the interests of former President Zedillo," Zeta's report in October 2002 said. In addition
to looking after the personal interests of a few individuals, critics say the Zedillo administration
was more concerned with economic development and was very lenient in enforcing environmental
regulations. "This practice promoted the indiscriminate exploitation and export of sand, rocks, and
other minerals," said federal Deputy Olga Patricia Chozas of the Partido Verde Ecologista Mexicano
(PVEM).
Federal environmental officials acknowledge that the government has not always been able to
determine the extent of the country's sand supply and therefore has not applied the proper limits.
Carlos de la Parra, SEMARNAT's director in Baja California, said environmental authorities are
aware that sand reserves in riverbeds are replenished by rainfall, but the actual amount of renewal
is difficult to determine. He said this makes it difficult to quantify the amount of sand that private
companies can safely remove from a riverbed. The unlimited export of sand has already caused
significant environmental damage in Baja California.
At least 10 riverbeds in the Guadalupe and Las Palmas valleys, located just south of the town of
Tecate, have incurred significant damage because of sand removal. In another site near Ensenada,
an excavation has left a hole 2 km long and 20 meters wide. "In some places in the north, there is no
sand left to take," said Roberto Merinio, a CNA official in charge of inspections. Some legislators
have called on the federal government to strengthen controls on sand extraction. "We have
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damaged the ecosystems of the regions where the sand has been extracted," said PRI Sen. Victor
Manuel Mendez Lanz.
SEMARNAT has already begun to take some actions to limit the export of sand. The agency issued
a directive in mid- January to suspend all permits for exploitation and extraction of sand from all
federal coastal areas and announced plans to seek legal reforms to significantly increase fees for
permits from areas where the practice is allowed.

Sand exports lucrative in Baja California
The export of sand from Baja California remains a lucrative business for some private companies. A
large share of the sand extracted from Baja California has been shipped to construction companies
in San Diego and other areas in Southern California. These companies, which need about 3.5 million
MT of construction-grade sand per year, cannot find adequate supplies in California because
many of their domestic sources have been covered by development or protected by environmental
regulations.
The repeated violations by US companies have led Baja California Gov. Eugenio Elorduy to impose
a temporary ban on all sand exports even though these shipments are allowed under federal law.
"It's such big money that they think they can fool around and do things as they wish, without
respect to the law," Elorduy told the San Diego-Union Tribune. "This is intolerable in the state that I
govern, as it is intolerable, I am sure, in California."
Even though sand exports are allowed under federal law, Baja California has found a loophole to
halt shipments. The state has jurisdiction over the railway line used to transport sand and thus has
a right to demand all documents and permits pertaining to the shipment of a commodity such as
sand. The two companies affected by the ban are Petreos del Pacifico and Carrizo Gorge Aggregates.
Petreos del Pacifico, a joint venture established by US construction company Amaya Curiel and
British-based Hanson Aggregates, has invested close to US$40 million to develop the infrastructure
for sand and rock mining, including a port facility at Ensenada and barges to carry the material to
California.
"California will have to make other arrangements on this matter....We don't think it's fair that we
are the supplier," said Elorduy, a member of the center-right Partido Accion Nacional (PAN). [Note:
Peso-dollar conversions in this article are based on the Interbank rate in effect on Feb. 19, reported
at 10.83 pesos per US$1.00] (Sources: The News, 10/15/02; La Cronica de Hoy, 10/18/02; El Universal,
10/14- 16/02, 10/24/02; Notimex, 10/17/02, 01/14/03; Agencia de noticias Proceso, Semanario Zeta,
10/18/02, 01/17/03; Spanish news service EFE, 02/12/03; The New York Times, 02/13/03; The San
Diego Union-Tribune, 01/30/03, 02/13/03, 02/14/03; Reuters, Milenio Diario, 02/14/03; CNI en Linea,
02/13/03, 02/17/03; Reforma, 02/03/03, 02/07/03, 02/11/03, 02/12/03, 02/16/03, 02/18/03)
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